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Safety Culture

Two similar companies with totally different attitudes 
about safety:

Company #1
Accidents are unforeseen incidents that happen 
that can’t be prevented…so safety is a waste.
Company #2

Accidents can be prevented!

Safety Culture

� Characteristics of Company #1

� No written safety program

� No new hire orientation

� No safety committee

� No safety toolbox meetings

� No safety enforcement

� No accident investigation

Safety Culture

� Characteristics of Company #2

� Written safety program

� Aggressive new hire safety orientation

� Well functioning safety committee

� Regular safety toolbox meetings

� Daily safety involvement & enforcement

� Accident/Incident investigation
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A strong safety culture can help to reduce 
the frequency and severity of workplace 
accidents, injuries and illnesses
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Body position 30%

Tools and equipment 28%

Actions of another person 14%
Protective equipment 12%
Procedures and housekeeping__________ 12%

Total injuries from unsafe behavior 96%
Total injuries from other causes 4%

4

Caution: Next 

picture is somewhat 
graphic.

5 6
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�Saves time
�Convenience
�Comfort
�Negative consequences unlikely

�To develop a strong safety culture we 
must overcome these hurdles.
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�Management driven
�Rules and regulations
�Reports violations
�Uses discipline
�Provides little feedback-rarely a “thank 

you”
�Measures accident rates
�Sees occasional improvement

24

What is the main thing you notice 
about the space below?
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Failures 
Losses

Achievements
Safety suggestions
Use of PPE
Teamwork
Good housekeeping
Safety inspections
Employee-made 

posters
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� People (morale, training, skills, experience, 
attitude, behaviors, motivation) 

� Equipment (guarding, maintenance, age, 
condition)

� Environment ( cleanliness, organized, 
workflow)

� Culture (leadership, concern for employees, 
atmosphere)

27
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Many safety programs give  
most attention to equipment 

and the environment.
More  focus should be on 

people!
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� Discourage reporting
� Reward unsafe actions
� Focus on failure
� Reinforce that safety is punitive
� Create apathy
� Don’t correlate actions and outcome

29

� Top Management and Supervisor Participation and 
commitment

� Corporate Culture
Training
Procedures
Rules
Reinforcement

� Employee Attitude
Personal beliefs
Feelings
Habits
Ability
Knowledge

Skill 33

Rules
Discipline 
Training

Direct, but do not motivate
behavior.

34

Soon
Certain
Positive
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Example
� “Staying safe doesn’t feel like an 

accomplishment.” Scott Geller”
� Most feel it won’t happen to them.

� When a person first starts driving. 
� Very careful, but before long they are speeding 

etc., and feel they will not be involved in an 
accident.  Fortunately, they usually won’t.

� Now they become motivated by comfort, 
convenience, and speed.

36
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� On the other hand, if a person crossing the 
street decides to ignore the “Don’t walk” sign 
the negative consequences are inevitable.  

� Safety at work is more like driving a car.
� More experience brings short cuts
� Convenient bad habits continue because a person 

will rarely have an injury.

Consequences influence our behaviors.

37

Behavior Behavior (What we can see someone do)(What we can see someone do)

Precursor Precursor (Cues or signals to do something)(Cues or signals to do something)

Consequence Consequence (What we get from what we do)(What we get from what we do)

Behavior Cycle

60

Consequence Structure

� Positive
� We get wanted results
� We avoid unwanted results

� Negative
� We get unwanted results
� We don’t get wanted results

Actions are the result

38

How do we overcome the 
tendency for employees to 

by pass safety?

39

Scott Geller Suggests:

� We actively care about safety.
� “Looking out for the safety of others as 

well as ourselves. Even if we don’t know 
them.”

40
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� Safety is not just a matter of following 
rules.

� When rules are the main emphasis 
people feel controlled.
� People will act to assert their freedom.
� They want to feel in control.

41

� When they are involved they will feel 
rewarded.
� They will work even harder to make it 

successful.
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Cabinetry by Karman

43 44

45 46
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53

You 
can help employees realize 
their safety successes!

54

“Most employees would rather 
work to achieve success than 

work to avoid failure.”

-Dr. Scott Geller
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What brings about a negative 
outcome?…

� If we don’t evaluate the processes we 
can’t correct discrepancies

� Process discrepancies create 
compromise

� Compromise creates process 
breakdowns

� Process breakdowns create unintended 
outcomes (Incidents)

57 58
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� People (morale, training, skills, experience, 
attitude, behaviors, motivation) 

� Equipment (guarding, maintenance, age, 
condition)

� Culture (leadership, concern for employees, 
atmosphere)

EngineerEngineer

ConsequencesConsequences

EducateEducate

59

In a Traditional Safety 
Environment:

• Hazards are identified and corrected

• Emphasis is on fixing problems

• Managers and Supervisors take most of the 
responsibility for defining the “safe” 
environment and maintaining it

• Rules outline what is acceptable

• People follow rules because they are forced to

62

To develop a strong safety 
culture:

� Everyone participates in defining safe work 
practices and determining those that are most 
critical.

� Performance is measured through peer to peer 
observation and is tracked over time.

� Performance is achieved through feedback.

� Everyone participates in defining safe work 
practices and determining those that are most 
critical.

62

� Focus is on utilizing systems that support 
high performance 

� Create an environment where people work 
safely because they want to and because 
their co-workers want them to

� Help people to develop habits that do not 
put them at risk

� Seek to continually improve

� Do things that will create a continuous desire 
within the people to achieve a higher level of 
safety.

64

nWhat types of accidents are the most frequent?

nWhat types of accidents are the most severe?

nWhat conditions contributed?

nWhat behaviors contributed?

They now can become part of the solution.

73 74
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“People don’t care how much 
you know until they know how 

much you care”.

77

*Adapted from “Working Safe” by E. Scott Geller

nModerator starts meeting describing what he/she did safely.

nEmployees take turns and “share” what they did safely since 
the last meeting.

nProvide a simple recognition item (candy or whatever the 
budget allows).

nThank employees for their safe behaviors.

nAsk the group what they learned.

nAsk the group how they can be more safe in the future.

78

*Adapted from “Working Safe” by E. Scott Geller

nBenefits

nSafety is seen as an achievement

nAll can participate

nEveryone learns from each other

nSafe behaviors are encouraged and reinforced

nLittle planning time needed to have a very effectivesafety meeting

nThis safety approach will be remembered by employees

79 1
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Safety Culture Assessment:
A New WCF S&H Tool

Research Background

� S&H professionals have long asserted a 
connection between strong S&H 
systems and high business operating 
performance

� Recent research has provided new 
confirmation of this link and provided a 
basis for introduction of a new WCF 
consulting tool

A Data-Based Evaluation of the Relationship 
between Occupational Safety and Operating 

Performance

Dr. Anthony Veltri
Associate Professor, Oregon State University

Journal of S&H Research
Spring 2007

Background

“Demonstrating a relationship between occupational safety 
performance and operating performance has always been an 
elusive undertaking”

“The basis for the affirmative answer is largely anecdotal and/or 
based solely on opinion surveys”

“Do investments in occupational safety practices contribute to 
operating performance?”

Hypothesis: Safety performance is 
related to operating performance

-An employee/management safety perception tool is used to test the 
hypothesis

-An employee/manager “disconnect” in safety perceptions is the key 
indicator

-The “disconnect” is manifested by differing answers to the same questions 
regarding safety issues imbedded within an operations management 
survey

-This reduces inherent biases often found in safety perception surveys

-”IF safety perceptions are good and agreed upon by  employees and 
management, operational performance should also be good”

Sample Data

-19 manufacturing organizations were surveyed

-144 employees and 40 managers completed blind/anonymous surveys 
based on specific directions from researchers, NOT individual 
interviews

-three safety questions measured on a 7 point Likert (level of agreement) 
scale

-Operational performance measures surveyed included quality 
performance, costs of production, reliability, delivery speed and others 
as compared to major industry competitors
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Survey Results

-as safety disconnect increases internal scrap and rework increases with 
the converse true also

-as safety disconnect increases so does internal reliability and durability 
performance

-as safety disconnect increases so do external costs of production

-the relationship failed to be predictive of external quality perceptions of 
customers, innovation and growth

Take-Aways

-the argument for good safety practices as good business is 
supported

-safety perception surveys are again reinforced as being valuable 
as a  measure of effective safety culture/programs

-safety climate/culture assessment surveys have a place in a 
consultant’s tool bag as a measure of S&H program 
effectiveness

-”safety disconnects” between employees and management are a 
sign that an organization needs to evaluate efforts and can be 
used as a barometer to measure improvement

Survey Keys

-anonymity for those responding to the survey

-best practice is for the consultant to administer the survey directly 
to the workers and managers

-sample size must be large enough to be credible

-executive management must approve and be involved

-consultant must be prepared to recommend activities that if 
implemented would lead to more positive perceptions upon re-
survey 

The WCF Safety Culture 
Assessment (SCA)

An Excel-Based Program

-includes surveys, automatic tabulation 
and graphing

-survey can be administered in 5-10 
minutes per person

-surveys are coded to differentiate 
between employees and managers

Safety Culture Assessm ent Tool
Questionnaire

Client: Consu ltant: Date: ##

Manager/Superviso r Worker Survey #

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

My ind ividual participation  in  the p rogram is cruci al to its success.

Workers have the chance to regu larly o ffer ideas ab out how the p rogram can  be 
improved .

On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree) respond to the following 

statements:

O ur company takes the time to train new workers and  make sure they w ork safely from 
day one.

I feel that my w orkspace and  the company in general  is a safe p lace to  w ork.

O ur company has an  effective and  fu lly function ing  safety and health p rogram in  place.

I feel that my supervisor cares abou t my safety and  health  on  the job .

When an unsafe hazard  or situation  is d iscovered , i t is usually taken care o f quickly.

Top management o f the company is frequen tly and  vis ibly invo lved in  p romoting  and  
encourag ing  safety effo rts.

When an accident occurs, it's ususal ly the resu lt o f carelessness o r inatten tion.

O ur company has a good  record o f contro lling w ork r elated acciden ts and  illnesses.



15

S a fe ty  C u ltu re  A ssess m e n t T oo l
S um m ary Sh e et

C o m pan y Nam e:

D a te  o f S u rvey :

E m p lo yee S up e rv iso r D iff%

1 . 3 .30 1 .20 52 .5%

2 . 2 .30 2 .00 7 .5%

3 . 2 .40 1 .80 15 .0%

4 . 2 .90 1 .60 32 .5%

5 . 3 .00 1 .00 50 .0%

6 . 3 .40 1 .60 45 .0%

7 . 1 .80 2 .00 -5 .0%

8 . 2 .30 1 .80 12 .5%

9 . 2 .80 1 .80 25 .0%

10 . 1 .90 1 .20 17 .5%

N u m ber o f  R esp on ses : S uperv iso rs 5

E m p loyees 10
C o m m ents /  An alys is :

M ean  S co re

I fee l tha t m y w orkspace  and  the  c om pany in  gene ral is a  sa fe 
plac e to w ork.

O u r com pany  has an  e f fec tiv e  and fu lly  funct ion ing sa fe ty and  
hea lth  p rogram  in  p lac e.

M y ind iv idual pa rtic ipation  in  the prog ram  is cruc ia l to  its 
suc cess.

S uperv iso rs and  m anage rs c onsisten tly rate sa fe ty e f for ts as m ore  e f fec tiv e  than  line  em p loyees. Th is is a  
c onc e rn  and  gene ra lly  ind ic ates a  less than  e f fec tiv e p rog ram .   A lso , bo th  g roups substan tia lly ag reed  on  
question  #  7  wh ich  ind ica tes a  poo r understand ing o f  the  causes and  prev en tion  o f  acc iden ts. T he  b iggest 
d isc repancies had to do  w ith  quest ions re la ting a  feeling  o f pe rsonal safe ty and  the speed with  wh ich  
iden tified  haz a rds a re  co rrec ted.  Th is indic a tes a need to ex am ine  y ou r haz ard iden tific a tion  and co rrec tion 
p rog ram  ca re fully . T he  h ighest m edian  sco re  am ong the em ployees was question  #6, ind ica ting  em p loy ee 
t ra ining  m ay  no t be  pe rce iv ed as e f fec tiv e .

I fee l tha t m y superv iso r ca res abou t m y sa fety and hea lth on  
the job .

XYZ  C o .

F r iday,  June 01 , 2007

O ur com pany  has a good reco rd  o f con tro lling  w ork rela ted  
ac ciden ts and  il lnesses.

O ur com pany  takes the  tim e to t ra in new w orke rs and  m ake  
sure they  wo rk  safe ly from  day  one.

W orke rs hav e the  c hance  to  regu lar ly o f fer  ideas abou t how 
the p rog ram  can  be  im prov ed .

W hen  an unsa fe  haza rd  o r situa tion is disc ov e red , it is usually  
taken ca re  o f  qu ic kly .

W orke rs hav e been c om p le tely  trained on  how to  do the job  
safe ly and  all needed  equ ipm en t is p rov ided  to  them .

W hen  an ac cident  oc c urs, it's ususa lly the  resu lt o f  
ca re lessness o r ina ttention .

Mean Score Comparison
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The controversy over safety incentive 
programs and incident reporting remains a hot 
topic among safety professionals, OSHA, 
organized labor, and management alike .

Incentives can discourage incident reporting 
if management:

� Puts too much emphases on incident free records.
� Takes punitive action against injured employees.
� Performs post incident drug testing.
� Makes an example of an injured worker in front of co-

workers.

OSHA & Safety Incentive OSHA & Safety Incentive OSHA & Safety Incentive OSHA & Safety Incentive 

ProgramsProgramsProgramsPrograms

OSHA does not regulate the use of 
safety incentive programs, but will take 
action against the under-reporting of 
injuries and illnesses.
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� Traditional Programs
� Reward individuals or groups for incident 

free records.

� Non-Traditional Programs
� Target safety activities

� Wearing personal protective equipment
� Attending safety meetings
� Following safety rules

� Cash Bonuses
� Gifts from a catalog
� Gift certificates
� Days off with pay
� Large prize drawings at the end of the 

year
Note: How the program is structured 

is far more important than the prizes

� Management’s commitment to safety 
objectives

� Fosters a culture of safety awareness
and motivation at all levels

� Program is rewarding, entertaining, and 
easy to understand

� Provide daily safety focus rather than 
just when an injury occurs, or quarterly 
bonuses are due

� Generate healthy peer group pressure
� Visually dynamic and flexible
� Involves recognition
� Promote employee accountability ,

communication , and individual 
initiative

� Management and employee 
cooperation

� Includes an element of rule 
enforcement, including the rule that all 
injuries and near misses as well as 
hazards and at risk behaviors must 
be reported

� Employees must be able to visualize 
reaching the goal and receiving the 
award

� Everyone must understand the goals

� Participants must be continually 
informed of their progress

� The ultimate goal should always be to 
reduce injuries and illnesses, but 
additional goals can be set
� better safety meetings
� increase employee suggestions 
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Resources

� “Working Safe”(Geller)
� “The Values-Based Safety Process” 

(McSween)
� “Current Issues In Behavior-Based Safety” 

(Krause)
� J.J. Keller
� “Behavioral Safety Now” conferences
� Various “Professional Safety” articles

82


